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a b s t r a c t
We present in this paper an improved non-smooth Discrete Element Method (DEM) in
3D based on the Non-Smooth Contact Dynamics (NSCD) method. We consider a three-
dimensional collection of rigid particles (spheres) during the motion of which contacts
can occur or break. The dry friction is modeled by Coulomb’s law which is typically non-
associated. The non-associativity of the constitutive law poses numerical challenges. By
adopting the use of the bi-potential concept in the framework of the NSCD DEM, a faster
andmore robust time stepping algorithmwith only one predictor-corrector stepwhere the
contact and the friction are coupled can be devised. This contrastswith the classicalmethod
where contact and friction are treated separately leading to a time stepping algorithm that
involves two predictor-corrector steps. The algorithm has been introduced in a 3D version
of the NSCD DEM software MULTICOR. Numerical applications will show the robustness of
the algorithmand the possibilities of theMULTICOR software for solving three-dimensional
problems.
© 2009 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction
The behavior of granular assemblies is of central importance for a large number of engineering disciplines, finding
applications in soil mechanics, material handling and powder technology, to name a few. It is the complex range of behavior
that makes granular material difficult to understand and explain why modeling such material is still a challenge. In the
numerical area, the Discrete Element Method (DEM) which takes into account the discrete character of granular materials
has been pioneered in [1,2]. The name DEM refers to the fact that the method considers the granular material as a system
of individual particles and not as a continuum. When contact occurs between particles, a local constitutive law determines
the inter-particle contact forces and consequently the resulting motions of the particles involved in the contact. Among the
DEM, one can distinguish the smooth DEM from the non-smooth DEM.
In the smooth DEM, a smooth interaction law between particles is used. The pioneers of this method are Cundall and
Strack [1,2]. Interaction laws allow particles to interpenetrate each other. The most popular is the spring-dashpot model,
which consists of a spring to provide the repulsive force and a dashpot to dissipate a portion of energy. The results obtained
are less accurate but approximating equations are smoother resulting in a better convergence.
In the non-smooth DEM, granular materials are more realistically modeled by a system of particles that do not
interpenetrate and are subjected to friction and shocks with restitution coefficients. Thus, this approach is described as non-
smooth. The interaction laws between grains are no longer smooth (non-differentiable) and the velocity is not continuous
with respect to the time (some jumps occur during the shocks). TheNon-Smooth Contact Dynamics (NSCD)method, initiated
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Fig. 1. Configuration of the system.
in [3,4] ismore general. The contact between particles ismodeled by Coulomb’s unilateral contact lawwith dry friction.With
this method, multiple contacts and shocks between particles ormultibody systems can be taken into account [5,6]. The non-
smoothness of the equations is the source of numerical difficulties. Computing time increases rapidly in accordance with
the number of contacts. These technical difficulties make the simulation of system with a large number of particles hard.
We present in this paper an improved non-smooth DEM based on the NSCD method. We consider a three-dimensional
collection of rigid particles (spheres) during the motion of which contacts can occur or break. The dry friction is modeled
by Coulomb’s lawwhich is typically non-associated: during the contact, the sliding vector is not normal to the friction cone.
The non-associativity of the constitutive law poses numerical challenges. The main feature of our algorithm is to overcome
this kind of difficulty by means of the bi-potential theory [7]. More precisely, by adopting a variational inequality-based
formulation of the frictional contact law, its time-integration is reduced to a single predictor corrector step. This contrasts
with the classicalmethodwhere contact and friction are treated separately leading to a time stepping algorithm that involves
two predictor-corrector steps: one for the contact problem and another for the friction problem [8]. TheMULTICOR software
so developed [9] is based on a NSCD model. At each time step, an iterative algorithm is used to compute the values of the
variables at the end of the step. In the local stage, for each particle, the forces are computed from the relative displacements
using an interaction law with the bi-potential concept, which models the frictional contact and shocks. In the global stage,
Newton’s second law is used to determine, for each particle, the resulting acceleration, which is then time-integrated to find
the new particle positions. This process is repeated until the simulation is achieved.
Numerical applications will show the robustness of the algorithm and the possibilities of the MULTICOR software for
solving three-dimensional problems.
2. Configuration of the system and equations of motion
TheDEMconsists inmodeling the granularmedia as a systemof discrete particles (the grains)where the forces governing
particle motion reduce to gravity and inter-grain contact forces. In three dimensions, the grains are considered as rigid
spherical particles.
We consider a dry granular material modeled by a system Σ = ⋃pk=1Ωk of p rigid spheres Ωk. The system Σ can be
classically parameterized by the generalized coordinates (degrees of freedom) q = (q1, q2, . . . , qn), with n = 6p.
The bodies interact between themselves and with the boundaries according to unilateral constraints specified by
Signorini conditions and Coulomb’s frictional law. In the following, we present a description of the state of the mechanical
system using generalized coordinates and recall the equations of motion using Lagrangian formulation.
Let 〈X˜1, X˜2, X˜3〉 and 〈x1, x2, x3〉 be a system of coordinates relative to a global orthonormal frame Rg = (O; E1, E2, E3) and
to the local frame Rb = (O′; t1, t2, t3) respectively, where O′ denotes the center of gravity ofΩk (Fig. 1).
Thus, a current point M of the rigid body Ωk depends on the time t through
−−→
O′M = R(t)−−→O′M0, where M0 denotes the
position ofM at time t = 0, and R(t) the rotation matrix defined by Euler’s angles (ψ(t), θ(t), ϕ(t)).
For a rigid body, the matrix of the generalized coordinates is then:
q = (x1(t), x2(t), x3(t), ψ(t), θ(t), ϕ(t)). (1)
The position and velocity of any pointM of a bodyΩk can be respectively written;
X˜(t) = X(t)+ R(t)(X˜(0)− X(0)), ˙˜X(t) = X˙(t)+ j(w)(X˜(t)− X(t)) (2)
where X(t) and X˜(t) denote at time t the position in Rg of the center of gravity of Ωk, and the position of M respectively.
With j(w) = R˙(t)tR(t), where j(x) denotes the ‘‘operator of cross-product operator by x’’ defined by j(x)(y) ≡ x ∧ y.
To study a mechanical system composed of rigid bodies with a finite number of degrees of freedom, it is necessary to be
able to characterize their positions in a reference coordinate system.Moreover, bodies cannotmove freely since they cannot
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penetrate each other (contact law). Classically, the generalized coordinates vector q, collecting the independent position of
mass center and angular rotation of all rigid bodies, is associated to any position of the system Σ . Then, at each time, the
position of a pointM ofΣ defined in (2) is determined by the n variables (q1, q2, . . . , qn).
If we denote by k the number of contacts between rigid bodies and boundaries, the total number of unknowns is 6p+ 2k
with 2k corresponding to normal and tangential forces. The two components of the tangential force will be deduced from
knowing the global tangential force determined from the tangential velocity and the normal force. Therefore, while the total
number of unknowns is 6p+ 2k, the number of equations of the dynamics is 6p. In this configuration, the dynamics system
governed by Newton’s second law is written here as:
Mq¨ = F+
k∑
c=1
Qc, (3)
where F denotes the generalized forces associated to the external forces applied to Σ , and Qc the generalized forces
associated to the contact forces summed on all the contacts k.M is a symmetric positive definite n× nmatrix.
Thus, 2k additional equations are needed in order to solve the problem. These equations are given by relations that
describe interaction between bodies.
2.1. The complementary relations (contact law) and local variables
Eq. (3) is general and we must now specify the number of contacts and the modeling of the contact between the solids
Ωk. So let us assume thatΣ which has a priori n degrees of freedom is subjected to k supplementary relations between the
bodies. When the interactions aremodeled by unilateral contact between bodies, where contacts can occur or break, we can
write the interaction law as follows:
law(u˙, r) = .TRUE. (c = 1, 2, . . . , k) (4)
where the local relative velocity u˙ and the contact reaction r are the chosen variables to describe the contact. The system to
solve then becomes:
Mq¨ = F+
k∑
c=1
Qc, (5)
law(u˙, r) = .TRUE. (c = 1, 2, . . . , k). (6)
This systemmust be completed with the kinematic relations u˙ = tPq˙ and r = tPQc (see Section 2.2) which link the dual
variables of (6) to the generalized coordinates and forces involved in (5). Thematrix P depends on the geometry of the grains
and the orientation of the contacts.
2.2. Expression of the Pmatrix
Let Ωi and Ωj be two bodies in contact at a point I for some value of the time (see Fig. 2 given in two dimensions). The
instantaneous velocity of the particles Ωi and Ωj passing at point I are respectively u˙i and u˙j. The relative velocity is then
u˙ = u˙i − u˙j. Let r be the contact reaction acting at I from Ωj onto Ωi. To each couple Ωi and Ωj, candidate to contact, is
associated a local basis (n, s, t). n denotes the normal unit vector orthogonal at point I directed towardsΩi. s and t are the
unit tangent vectors at point I (Fig. 2). T is the matrix of basis change between Rg and the local basis (n, s, t).
Thus any element u˙ and rmay be decomposed into the form
u˙ = u˙t + u˙s + u˙nn, r = rt + rs + rnn (7)
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where u˙n is the normal velocity, u˙t the sliding velocity according to t axis, u˙s the sliding velocity according to s axis, rn the
normal contact reaction or contact pressure, rt and rs the friction forces or resistance forces to sliding.
According to (2), the relative velocity of bodyΩi compared to bodyΩj is given by:
˙˜Xij = X˙i + j(wi)(X˜i − Xi)− X˙j − j(wj)(X˜j − Xj). (8)
For the spherical particles in contact at a point on the surface, we can write:
˙˜Xij =
(
I aij(n) − I ajj(n)
)
(q˙) , (9)
where ai and aj denote the radii of the bodiesΩi andΩj respectively and j(n) has been defined in (2).
By projecting (9) on the local basis (n, s, t), we obtain a relation between the local relative velocity u˙ = tT ˙˜Xij and the
generalized velocities of the two bodies candidates to the contact q˙, given by the matrix tP [9].
u˙ = tPq˙ with tP = tT (I aij(n) − I ajj(n)) . (10)
Then the interaction law (4) is now written between the local relative velocity u˙ and the local contact reaction r. By
projecting r on to the global frame by using the relation r = tPQc , we obtain Qc the generalized force associated to the
contact reaction r.
3. Coulomb’s contact law with dry friction based on a bi-potential
Asmentioned before, the spherical bodies are assumed to be rigid and cannot overlap.We assume that contacting bodies
Ωk interact according to Coulomb’s unilateral contact law with dry friction. This dissipative non-linear law can be written:
if rn = 0 then u˙n ≥ 0 no contact,
if rn > 0 and ‖rT‖ < µrn then u˙ = 0 contact with sticking,
if rn > 0 and ‖rT‖ = µrn contact with sliding.
then u˙n = 0, ∃λ˙ ≥ 0 such as u˙T = −λ˙ rT‖rT‖
(11)
where rT = rt + rs and u˙T = u˙t + u˙s denote the tangential components of the contact reaction and the relative velocity
respectively. Let Kµ be the Coulomb’s friction cone which defines the set of admissible forces:
Kµ = {(rn, rT ) such as ‖rT‖ − µrn ≤ 0} (12)
where ‖‖ and µ denote the euclidian norm of R3 and the friction coefficient respectively. Then the inverse contact law can
be written:
if u˙n > 0 then r = 0 no contact,
if u˙ = 0 then r ∈ Kµ contact with sticking,
if − u˙T < 0 then rn > 0 and rT = −µrn u˙T‖u˙T‖ contact with sliding.
(13)
It is clear fromgeometrical considerations that the relative velocity u˙ is not normal to Coulomb’s cone, because the normal
relative u˙n is equal to zero. This observation indicates that normality does not apply. Therefore, for the frictional contact law,
an associated formulation does not exist in terms of a sub-differential using a pseudo-potential of the type−u˙ ∈ ∂ΨKµ(r).
De Saxcé and Feng [10] have shown that this complete contact law can be written in the form of the following differential
equation:
− (u˙T + (u˙n + µ‖u˙T‖)n) ∈ ∂ΨKµ(r). (14)
The behavior of materials admitting this kind of constitutive law is qualified as non-standard or non-associated. By
developing the previous relation, de Saxcé has shown that the contact law alongwith its inverse, can be obtained by applying
the normality rule to a function, called bi-potential, which depends on both dual variables. For the complete contact law
with dry friction, de Saxcé et al. proposed to introduce a bi-potential as follows:
bc : V × F → R
(−u˙, r) 7→ bc(−u˙, r) = ΨR−(−u˙n)+ ΨKµ(r)+ µrn‖ − u˙T‖ (15)
where V and F denote respectively the spaces of generalized velocities and forces, put in duality through the scalar product
of R3. The condition of non inter-penetrability u˙n ≥ 0 (see Fig. 3) is represented by the indicatory function of R−, noted
ΨR−(−u˙n), which is equal to zero when−u˙n ≤ 0 and to+∞ otherwise. The contact bi-potential also takes infinite values
if the condition r ∈ Kµ is not satisfied.
This bi-potential of the contact is bi-convex (convex with respect to each of the variables) and satisfies [7,10]:
∀ − u˙, r ∈ R3, bc(−u˙, r) ≥ −u˙.r. (16)
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Moreover, the couples for which the equality is reached in the previous relation, are called extremal couples:
bc(−u˙, r) = −u˙.r⇔ µrn‖ − u˙T‖ = −(u˙T .rt + u˙nrn). (17)
These couples verify Coulomb’s unilateral contact lawwith dry friction (11) and the inverse law (13),which can bewritten
implicitly:
− u˙ ∈ ∂rbc(−u˙, r), r ∈ ∂−u˙bc(−u˙, r) (18)
where ∂xbc denotes the sub-differential of bc with respect to the variable x.
4. Local resolution of the contact law
The classical formulation of the unilateral contact problem with dry friction needs two variational inequalities. The first
inequality expresses the unilateral contact condition and the second the friction one. Based on this formulation, efficient
predictor-corrector algorithms have been proposed in the literature [8]. Basically such algorithms solve alternatively the
contact and the friction problems until convergence. As a consequence, two predictor-corrector steps are required. By
adopting the use of the bi-potential, a faster and more robust time stepping algorithm with only one predictor-corrector
stepwhere the contact and the friction are coupled can be devised. This formulation is quite general andwell suited for non-
standard behaviors admitting a bi-potential. For the resolution of the unilateral contact lawwith the bi-potential formalism,
we use the augmented Lagrangian method [11]. First, let us write relation (18) as follows:
∀r′ ∈ Kµ, bc(−u˙, r′)− bc(−u˙, r) ≥ −u˙(r′ − r). (19)
During the local stage, the relative velocity u˙ is given for each contact. The aim is now to find the corresponding contact
reaction r, solution of (19). Let us choose a positive arbitrary coefficient ρ, whose value will be fixed later to ensure the
numerical convergence of the algorithm [9]. Then inequality (19) can be written:
∀r′ ∈ Kµ, ρbc(−u˙, r′)− ρbc(−u˙, r)+ [r− (r+ ρ(−u˙))].(r′ − r) ≥ 0. (20)
Using now the definition (15) of the contact bi-potential, relation (20) becomes with u˙n ≥ 0 and r ∈ Kµ:
∀r′ ∈ Kµ, (r− τ).(r′ − r) ≥ 0 (21)
where τ = r − ρ[u˙T + (u˙n + µ‖ − u˙T‖).n] denotes the augmented reaction. Relation (21) implies that r is the projection
of τ onto the Coulomb’s cone (r = proj(τ, Kµ)).
It can be solved with a Usawa-like algorithm. Indeed, let (−u˙i, ri) be an approximation of (−u˙, r) at the iteration i. Then
the calculus of ri+1 is decomposed into one predictor-corrector step:
Predictor : τ i+1 = ri − ρ[u˙iT + (u˙in + µ‖ − u˙iT‖).n],
Corrector : ri+1 = proj(τ i+1, Kµ). (22)
The projection onto the Coulomb’s cone, which corresponds to the correction step of the scheme (22), leads to the three
following events:
if τ i+1 ∈ K ∗µ, no contact,
if τ i+1 ∈ Kµ, contact with sticking,
if τ i+1 ∈ R3 − (Kµ ∪ K ∗µ) contact with sliding,
(23)
where K ∗µ, the dual of the Coulomb’s cone, is defined by:
K ∗µ = {(u˙n, u˙T ) such as µ‖u˙T‖ + u˙n ≤ 0}. (24)
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The corrector step requires computing the project of the prediction and can be reformulated as solution of the convex
non-linear programming problemwith constraints (25) which is transformed into an unconstrained minimization problem
by means of the Lagrange multipliers technique ([11]).
ri+1 = inf
ri+1∈Kµ
1
2
‖ri+1 − τ i+1‖2. (25)
Moreover, one of the great interests of this formulation, is that the projection onto the Coulomb’s cone can be calculated
analytically as follows:
if µ‖τ i+1T ‖ ≤ −τ i+1n then ri+1 = 0 separating out,
if ‖τ i+1T ‖ < µτ i+1n then ri+1 = τ i+1 contact with sticking,
else ri+1 = τ i+1 −
(
‖τ i+1T ‖ − µτ i+1n
(1+ µ2)
)(
τ i+1T
‖τ i+1T ‖
− µn
)
contact with sliding.
(26)
4.1. Non-smooth formulation of the contact law and shock law
At the local stage, contact reactions are computed from the values of the relative velocities, which have been calculated
during the global stage. Newton’s second law is used to determine for each particle the resulting acceleration and velocity,
which are then integrated in time to find the new particle states. However, in the case of collisions between the bodiesΩk,
the relative velocity of an impacting particle is discontinuous and energy is dissipated. Furthermore, contact forces have
to be replaced by impulsive forces to allow an instantaneously change of the velocity. Therefore, Eq. (5) which have been
established in the case of a smooth evolution of the rigid bodies Ωk constituting the system Σ , should be conveniently
modified to take into account the dissipation occurring during collisions. This difficulty can be solved with the formalism of
the NSCD method [4]. With this formalism, (5) becomes for two bodies subjected to contact:
M(q˙+ − q˙−) = Fdt +
∑
c
Ps. (27)
where q˙+ = Pu˙+ and q˙− = Pu˙− denote respectively the generalized coordinates after and before the shock, s = rdt the
contact impulsion measures, and dt the time interval considered. This frictional contact law is adapted to take into account
of the collision by introducing the local average velocity ˜˙u in Moreau’s sense [4]:
˜˙un = u˙
+
n + enu˙−n
1+ en ,
˜˙uT = u˙
+
T + eT u˙−T
1+ eT , (28)
This formal velocity, which corresponds to the real velocity if the evolution is smooth, enables one to take account of
the friction during the shocks and of the propagation of these shocks in the granular medium. It depends on a normal and a
tangential coefficient of restitution, en and eT respectively.
5. Algorithm of resolution
For the solution of the problem, the time interval [0, T ] of the study is split into time interval h and the solution is obtained
by solving successive finite-step problems on h. For each iteration, two stages are performed. The three key parts of the NSCD
version of the DEMMULTICOR software developed are:
• A search algorithm used to construct a particle near-neighbor interaction list. In order to reduce the size of the non-
smooth problem, only established or potential contacts are considered. For this aim, one considers a restricted list of
candidates to the contact, called selected candidates. The method of selection uses a connection table [12].
• A local stage where collisional forces for each collision are estimated using the discrete contact law (22).
• A global stage where all collisional and other forces acting on the particles are summed and the resulting equation of
motion (27) is integrated.
5.1. Global stage
Newton’s second law is used to determine, for each particle, the resulting acceleration, which is then time-integrated to
find the new positions of the particles. This process is repeated until the simulation is achieved. More precisely, it can be
decomposed into the following steps:
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• Prediction of the generalized coordinates qm on the mean time step tm. Starting with the values of qn and q˙n given at the
time step tn:
tm = tn + 12h and qm = qn +
1
2
hq˙n. (29)
• Computation of the generalized velocities q˙n+1 at time step tn+1 by integration of Newton’s second law:
q˙i+1n+1 = q˙n +M−1
(
hF+
∑
Psi+1
)
. (30)
The exponent i+1means that the computation of q˙i+1n+1 is linked to those of si+1 which is calculated in another iterative
process (the local predictor-corrector scheme) until the convergence is achieved.
5.2. Local stage
After updating the relative velocities ˜˙u at the contacts using relations defined in Section 2.1, a new estimation of the
impulsion si+1 is computed by using the finite-step frictional contact law. Thus, with the formalism of the NSCD method,
the local scheme of predictor-corrector (22) becomes (31). For each particle, first the value of s0 is initialized to zero. Then
starting from the value of si at step i ≥ 0, the contact impulsions si+1 at step i + 1 are computed with the following local
predictor-corrector scheme:
predictor : τ i+1 = si − ρ[ ˜˙uiT + ( ˜˙u
i
n + µ‖ − ˜˙u
i
T‖).n],
corrector : si+1 = proj(τ i+1, Kµ), (31)
where the formal velocities ˜˙u are defined in (28). Updating ˜˙u, let us note that only the value of (u˙+)i+1 after the shocks
changes during the iterations, because linked to q˙i+1n+1 by (30). The relative velocity u˙
− before the shocks remains constant,
because linked to q˙n. A crucial point is to decide when the local iterative procedure converges. So as to decrease the iteration
number of the local scheme, we use as criterion of convergence the following error estimator in constitutive law, based on
the ‘‘violation’’ of the contact bi-potential [13]:
 =
∑
bc(−˜˙ui+1, si+1)+ ˜˙ui+1.si+1, (32)
where the sum carries on active contacts. This quantity is always positive and equal to zerowhen the couple of dual variables
is extremal (when the contact law is exactly satisfied).
This kind of error estimator was proposed first by Ladevèze [14] in order to assess Finite Element computations. In
order to obtain finite values of the bi-potential (15), which contains indicatory functions, the impenetrability and friction
conditions have to be enforced prior to calculate the error [13]. The global stage and the local stage are successively applied
until convergence is reached. Finally, the generalized velocities are obtained using relations defined in Section 2.1 and the
generalized coordinates are updated according to:
qn+1 = qm + 12hq˙n+1. (33)
6. Numerical simulation with MULTICOR
In the following examples of dynamics simulations, the computations aremadewith the extension in 3Dof theMULTICOR
software [15]. This software is based on the Non-Smooth Contact Dynamics (NSCD) method and the contact bi-potential
formalism presented above. We have focused our attention on examples representative of the capabilities of MULTICOR.
The particles as well as the boundaries are assumed to be perfectly rigid. Each particle is subjected to the gravitation force
and to the contact force resulting from neighborhood particles and boundaries.
6.1. Discharge of a silo with inclined bottom
This example presents the discharge of a silo constituted of 1000 spherical particles with a radius of 5 mm, subjected to
gravity and contact forces (Fig. 4). The friction coefficient is equal to 0.2, en = 0 and eT = 1. The time step is h = 10−3 s.
Granular flows, such as the movement during the discharge of material from a hopper are of special interest in materials
handling. Firstly, we study the evolution of potential and effective contacts. An effective contact is a contact with impulse
value higher than zero. In Fig. 5, we clearly observe different stages during the discharge of the silo. Firstly, at the beginning
of the simulation when the discharge is quasi-static (Fig. 4(a)), we observe that the the number of potential and effective
contacts is very close. After the beginning of the turbulent flowwhere we observe a short but important difference between
potential and effective contacts,we can see a constant gap during the discharge. The number of contacts decreases during the
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Fig. 4. Discharge of a silo with inclined bottom.
Fig. 5. Evolution of potential and effective contacts during the discharge of the silo.
particles falling until the formation of a particle pile at the bottom of the silo (Fig. 4(b)). During the formation of the pile the
number of contacts swiftly increases and the difference between potential and effective contacts is very small because we
find again a static stage. Fig. 6(a) and (b) show the evolution of the CPU timewith the number of particles and the coefficient
of friction respectively. We can observe a non-exponential evolution of the computation time. Therefore, we can use the
proposed method for the simulation of large granular media. We can notice that the CPU time used for the detection phase
of potential contacts is always less than 2% of the global CPU time. More than 96% of the global CPU time arises from the
computation of impulses. This result prove the efficiency of the method used to select the restricted list of candidates to the
contact [12]. In order to highlight the influence of the coefficient of friction µ, Fig. 7 shows the evolution of the number of
effective contacts at the bottom of the silo with µ for the same time during the discharge flow of the silo. We can see that
the flow of particles is less important when µ increases. From Fig. 4, we observe that during the discharge of the silo, the
particles in the middle of the pile go down more quickly than the other particles. This phenomenon is in accordance with
observations in a silo.
6.2. Formation of a pile of particles
This example allows to describe the formation of a pile of particles from the discharge of a silo constituted of 5600
spherical particles with different radii, only subjected to gravity and contact forces (Fig. 8). The friction coefficient is equal
to 0.6, en = 0 and eT = 1. The time step is h = 5 10−3 s. In order to avoid the dispersal of the first particles touching
the floor, we block the velocity of the particles in contact with the floor. This simulation enables to highlight a well-known
phenomenon during the formation of a sand pile. Indeed, experimental results show that the pressure under the sand pile
is minimal in the middle of the contact surface [16]. This pressure hole phenomenon can be explained by the propagation
of the chain forces during the formation of the pile. Fig. 9 shows that the simulation enables this important phenomenon
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Fig. 6. (a): Evolution of the CPU time with the number of particles, (b) Evolution of the CPU time with the coefficient of friction.
Fig. 7. Evolution of the number of effective contacts at the bottom of the silo at the same time during the discharge flow of the silo.
Fig. 8. Formation of a pile of particles.
to be described. We notice that this phenomenon disappears when considering the pressure under a regular canon-ball
arrangement (Fig. 10(a)). Indeed for this regular arrangement, the chain of forces is homogeneous and the pressure under
the pile displayed an expected form with a maximum of pressure in the middle of the contact surface (Fig. 9(b)).
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Fig. 9. Pressure under the sand pile.
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Fig. 10. (a): Regular canon-ball arrangement, (b): Pressure under the pile.
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Fig. 11. (a): Regular canon-ball arrangement, (b): Impact on the pile.
6.3. Impact of a particle on a canon-ball arrangement
This example enables to observe the behavior of a canon-ball arrangement after the impact of a bigger particle (Fig. 11).
The friction coefficient is equal to 0.2, en = 0 and eT = 0. The time step is h = 5 10−4 s. The velocity of the bigger particle is
5 m/s.
6.4. Granular segregation and Brazil nut effect
Segregation of particles in granular media is a common problem in the chemical and pharmaceutical industries and in
materials processing. Vertical shaking of a mixture of small and large particles can lead to segregation and the so-called
Brazil nut effect where the large particles accumulate at the top [17]. In this example, we report numerical results on the
segregation of a vertically shaken mixture of 960 particles with different diameters (1.6 mm, 1.8 mm and 2 mm,). The
particles are shaken sinusoidally in a rectangular box with an amplitude A and a fixed frequency f = 28 Hz. The friction
I. Sanni et al. / Journal of Computational and Applied Mathematics 234 (2010) 1161–1171 1171
Fig. 12. Granular segregation.
coefficient is equal to 0.5, en = 0 and eT = 0. The time step is h = 5 10−4 s. The mixture is shaken during 20 s. Fig. 12 shows
that the simulation exhibits a Brazil nut effect where all of the large particles accumulate at the top of the sample.
7. Conclusion
In this paper,wehavepresented an improvedDiscrete ElementMethod in 3Dbased on theNon SmoothContactDynamics
and the bi-potential concept. The interaction law is described by Coulomb’s unilateral contact law with dry friction in the
framework of the bi-potential theory. This leads to an easy implementation of a predictor-corrector scheme involving just
an orthogonal projection onto the friction cone. The numerical simulations presented have been made with the extension
in 3D of the MULTICOR software developed by using this improved DEM. The numerical examples show the convergence
and the robustness of our algorithm to model correctly the behavior of granular materials in complex three-dimensional
problems, even in presence of numerous multiple contacts.
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